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For the past 24 hours we’ve been waiting---for a predicted “colossal snowstorm” that was supposed to hit us early this morning. But-- no snow! To get ready, we’ve stood in long lines at the grocery store, buying all the break, milk, and soup on the shelves. We’ve got our snow shovels ready. We’ve been glued to the TV looking for that band of words at the bottom of the screen, with a beeping sound to grab out attention as the words scroll across the screen. “A storm advisory-a winter storm warning---has been issued for the following counties.” We lean forward, tense up a bit, and then we start checking the house to make sure that everything is battened down. Will the storm get here? Will we have church services? We’re all dressed up in our snow suits and no snow balls to throw! Storms are exciting and dangerous. Get ready. Be alert. 
These TV storm warnings seems rather similar to the words from the Gospel of Luke. (Luke 21:25-27) It sounds like a weather report. “There will be signs in the sun, the moon, and the stars, and on the earth distress among nations confused by the roaring of the sea and waves….The powers of the heavens will be shaken. Then they will see the Son of Man coming in a cloud…” The band of words scroll again across the TV screen: A storm advisory has been issued for…. 
One might think that Advent would come with a gentle tone, a hopeful word. But Luke’s description of Advent begins with the opposite of creation. Advent begins with words that describe everything about to come apart. There is tension in the air, fear welling up inside us, danger lurking, and even some wailing heard in the distance. 
Is this an Advent text? Are these words going to help us prepare for the birth of Jesus? How can we understand a birth being described as a gathering storm? 
Some of us are old enough to remember Hurricane Hazel in 1954. To some of our youngsters here, this may seem like ancient history; but Hazel brought devastation much like Hurricane Fran. I was 11 years old when Hurricane Hazel came through central NC, and I have some rather vivid memories of that time. Pine trees snapping like tooth picks; trashcans blowing across the road, cars damaged. 
In my family history the astounding thing about Hurricane Hazel was not the ferocious storm; but my twin brothers were born smack in the middle of the hurricane---which caused my mom to speak often of the disposition of her stormy children! In the hospital the electric power went off as my mother was in the elevator being taken to the delivery room. Generators were quickly activated to get her out of the elevator (October 16, 1954). It was a scary time; but later we looked back and called it an adventure. 
Storm and stress provide a rather strange context for a birth announcement. But when Luke tells us about the coming birth, he describes this advent of Jesus as a jarring, jolting, disruptive time. A storm! Truth to tell, despite their apparent sweetness, babies can indeed jar us and disrupt our lives. They can make us imagine that we are in the middle of a storm. 
Is this why Luke describes Advent in such harsh terms? The baby Jesus is surely not a stormy child; he seems meek and mild. But we know that the coming of Jesus is a threat to business-as-usual. He comes to bring forgiveness instead of revenge. He comes to bring peace, not violence. He comes to teach love, not fear. This birth then is disruptive; it brings a shaking of the foundations, a disturbing of the status quo. Just as storms have a way of turning life upside down, the coming of Jesus can do the same. 
This may be the reason that commercial society has created the tinsel and glitter of Christmas, to cover over the reality of this disturbing birth. Christmas has been taken over by the commercial culture; but Advent and all its expectations belong to us. This season of patient waiting is the distinctive property of the church. We come here at Advent to explore how the coming of Jesus makes everything different. We walk in here to get a different perspective from the dominant culture, a different way of being--- which is dis-connected from the tinsel and glitter culture. We come here to support one another in seeing a very different view of life, a drastically different view of life. 
So it could be that this storm imagery is appropriate, for Advent is the season that turns everything upside down, as someone said. Instead of rushing frantically through this hectic time, we Advent people talk about waiting. Instead of intensity, Advent people talk about calm. Instead of fear and anxiety, Advent speaks of promise and hope. 
Advent has a way of turning things upside down. When I was growing up, one of my mother’s favorite activities was standing on her head. I’m not making this up! You know how people develop a specialty: some are double jointed and can pull their thumb all the way back to their elbow, or wiggle their ears backward, or touch their tongue to the end of their nose. Well, my mother’s specialty was standing on her head - and drinking a glass of water at the same time! I don’t know where she got that crazy ritual. But that’s what she did for years. I’ve asked my mother why-- except for the fun of it-- she enjoyed standing on her head. She told me that when you stand on your head, you could get a different perspective that way. You were closer to the ground; you could feel closer to the little people and the little creatures. And, she said, you feel good about being alive, upside down, drinking a glass of water. 
I’ve wondered if Advent doesn’t turn us all a little upside down. We know we can’t get too comfortable with all those heads up people who are walking around in shopping malls. We can’t just go along with the crowd. We’re made to see things differently. We keep asking questions like: Who is left out? Who is homeless on the street? Who is excluded? We’re called to follow this Jesus, who turns the world upside down. We are to find strength in weakness, power in gentleness, joy in sacrifice, making room for all kinds of people and not labeling some as “second class.” In our current culture, this way of seeing and acting may seem pretty strange-- about as weird as standing on your head. 
Can a baby bring us salvation? This is one of the questions of Advent, and the question makes no sense to the hard-nosed cynics down at the corner café. How can a child grow up to be the savior of the world? How can a baby bring peace on earth? 
We come here as Advent people. We come here to follow a God who’s in the business of bringing hope to the least of these. We Advent people come here, in the middle of the “Christmas storm” to find God’s Advent promise and hope. It is God who is bringing our redemption - and no other. So we come back here to give thanks, to give our money to God’s work. 
While we may be fretting over the stock market or whether we will ever get a new President, we come back here to affirm that God’s promise and hope are on the way-even through a storm that may or may not get here. 
We look for signs of hope in various places. Next Sunday after worship, we will see signs of hope when we buy gifts from our Alternative Christmas Market and Children’s Christmas Shop. It’s a rather odd thing to do, a little different form the dominant culture. Why do we do this? We believe that some of our money should go to help homeless children-- like Jesus. Some of our resources should go to support craftspeople who eke out a living in Third World countries. We are called to stand in solidarity with “the least of these,” the least privileged people-those at the bottom of the economic ladder. 
Some may think that we Advent people are a little strange. We may look a bit like somebody’s mother who stands on her head. We may seem odd. If so, let us be God’s odd people. Let us be willing to listen to a different drum. Let us be willing to pay attention to the disruptive weather advisory, and come on to worship anyway. After all, our calling is to pay attention, to stay alert, to be ready, for “our redemption is drawing near.” 
Thanks be to God. Amen. 
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